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Cole: Evaluating Proposals from Computer Manufacturers

Properly solicited and used, the equipment and
systems proposals of computer manufacturers can
a valuable tool in preparing an installation. Here
are six guideposts
ensure the best help—

EVALUATING PROPOSALS
FROM COMPUTER MANUFACTURERS
by Kenneth C. Cole
Haskins & Sells

o alleviate management’s
systems on the market today is a
growing paperwork problem,
difficult task. Conversely, the prob
computer manufacturers offer alem may be misleadingly easy to
large number of mechanized rem
resolve by deciding to order the
edies in all shapes, colors, sizes,
newest model announced by the
and prices. These remedies promise
supplier with which the company
great speed and accuracy in data
financial officer or president is ac
handling and report preparation as
quainted through previous business
well as dollar savings.
dealings.
Such an abundance of sparkling
It is obvious, of course, that a
computer prescriptions confronts the
decision to invest several hundred
thousand dollars should be made
manager with a dilemma: “Which
only after thorough analysis of sev
equipment should I choose?” “What
is best for my company?” Thorough
eral types of available equipment.
If properly used as part of the total
analysis of the dozens of computer
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computer study, one tool stands out
as being particularly well suited for
the manager’s use in answering the
question, “What is best for my com
pany?” This tool is the equipment
and systems proposals submitted by
interested manufacturers. However,
the contribution this tool will ac
tually make to the overall com
puter study depends on several fac
tors that are not always given suf
ficient emphasis in discussions of
equipment selection. These factors
are
follows:
1. The objectivity with which
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Thorough analysis of the dozens of computer
systems on today's market is
difficult task.

the overall system evaluation is
conducted by the user company
2. The extent to which appro
priate company personnel partici
pate in the study
 by
3. The type of data furnished

the company to the computer man
ufacturers
4. The scope and depth of the
manufacturers’ studies
5. The experience of the manu
facturers’ systems personnel
6. The competence of company
personnel to evaluate the proposals
received and to reach a reasonable
conclusion.

Objectivity

An important consideration in
determining the value of manufac
turers’ proposals in the computer
study is whether management per
sonnel at all levels are truly ob
jective and really want to choose
the most suitable equipment re
gardless of supplier. If an advance
decision has already been made to
install a specific supplier’s system,
only that supplier should be asked
to submit a proposal
a part of
the total computer study. It is un
fair under these circumstances to
ask other manufacturers for pro
posals. There is no justification for
requiring them to devote substan
tial time to systems analysis and
proposal preparation if the only
purpose is to enable the user com
pany to obtain free systems advice
from a variety of qualified sources.
November-December, 1965

A decision to continue a long
time association with a particular
supplier or to select a highly publi
cized system with minimum evalu
ation of competition is likely to be
a questionable one. Admittedly, a
company may have the highest pos
sible regard for the quality of per
sonnel, equipment, and service
one supplier. Management may be
uncomfortably aware that, once the
decision is made to “take a look at
a few others,” there will be a pro
cession of EDP sales and systems
personnel requesting appointments
for equipment demonstrations and
demanding equal time for orienta
tion seminars.
Nevertheless, an EDP decision is
one of major magnitude to most
companies. A sound decision usu
ally requires consideration of a
variety of choices. Most businessoriented computer systems are clas
sified as genera] purpose. Not one
of them will exactly fit a company’s
needs. The problem is to find the
general purpose equipment that
comes closest to matching the spe
cific current and future require
ments of the user. This task war
rants full consideration of more
than a single course of action.

Company personnel
The caliber of company person
nel engaged in a computer study
will affect the usefulness of the
manufacturers’ proposals. Too often
important data processing deci
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sions, committing a substantial por
tion of a company’s budget, are
made by lower-level management
personnel because of top manage
ment’s failure to concern itself with
the problem. Many unsatisfactory
experiences with computer ventures
can be traced to general manage
ment’s reluctance to accept respon
sibility and participate personally
in the EDP program. Despite in
numerable articles warning of just
such pitfalls, some executives er
roneously assume that their per
sonnel are experienced enough to
administer an electronic computer
program. The job of analysis is
delegated to persons who are not
properly equipped by training or
background to make an evaluation.
Their work is not reviewed by
higher management or by outside
professionals.
Unless general management be
comes directly involved, particu
larly in designating the manage
ment problems the computer is ex
pected to solve and in selecting
specific applications, it will find
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Once the decision is made to "look at a few others," management had
best prepare itself for a procession of EDP sales and systems personnel.

that decisions of considerable finan
cial magnitude are being made by
lower-level personnel who are not
familiar with the company’s longrange plans. Top managementpar
ticipation is important in the pro
posal-preparation and proposal
evaluation stages of the study. Ex
ecutives can gain valuable insight
into equipment capabilities, poten
tial solutions to company prob
lems, and the relationships
equipment costs and labor savings
by discussing directly with the
manufacturers’ representatives the
methods by which the company’s
data processing goals can best be
attained. Management can and
should find the time to get in
volved; indeed, it must find the
time.

Specifications
A computer manufacturer can
write and present a useful proposal
only if the prospective customer
gives him adequate specifications.
He must have information about
the applications to be converted to
the equipment, the structure of the
organization in which the EDP
function will operate, and the ex
pected future growth. The exhibit
on page 33, taken from a set
specifications actually used by a
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large company as the basis for ob
taining manufacturers’ proposals,
outlines the sort of information that
should be included.
Specifications must be prepared
in such a way that all proposals
will be directed toward the same
goals and all of them will contain
directly comparable information. A
company seeking manufacturers’
proposals that will give it maxi
mum assistance in evaluating the
available choices will also encour
age the manufacturers to discuss
the specifications further and to re
quest more detailed information if
necessary.
By this time, of course, the com
pany should have conducted an ex
tensive systems study of its own
to identify those applications that
are truly appropriate for computer
processing. Existing clerical
punched card processing proce
dures should be examined thor
oughly for possible simplification,
or even elimination, before they are
included in the computer plans.
Even more important is the neces
sity to analyze other areas of com
pany operations that may have
been overlooked in previous mecha
nization studies. The objective
installing a computer should not be
merely to convert existing punched
card procedures but rather to ob

tain additional benefits—for ex
ample, in information flow and
analysis for decision making—in
other areas not yet explored.
Soliciting proposals

In presenting specifications to
equipment manufacturers it is a
good idea to invite the manufac
turers’ representatives to an orien
tation meeting. At this meeting they
should be told about the general
data processing problems, the ap
plications to be converted, and the
approximate volumes encountered.
Then each manufacturer should be
asked to indicate whether he wishes
to submit a proposal. Those who do
should be given written descrip
tions of the company organization,
current personnel assignments in
the departments affected, the cost
of existing office equipment, and
detailed data about the file sizes,
volumes, and report formats of the
major applications to be converted.
It is important for the customer
company to specify precisely what
the proposals should contain, de
fining the required scope and de
gree of detail, such as procedural
flow charts, cost data, and savings
projections, so that all proposals
will be comparable. The manufac
turers will probably need addi-
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Too often important data processing decisions are made by lower level
management personnel while top management fails to concern itself.

tional information and assistance
from the prospective customer as
they progress with the preparation
of their proposals. Usually one man
in the customer company is desig

nated to perform this consulta
tion function in order to avoid dis
rupting the entire office.
If the manufacturers are prop
erly familiarized with the com
pany’s problems, the recommenda
tions made in their proposals should
demonstrate accurately how the
equipment of each will fit the cus
tomer’s needs. If they lack defini
tive specifications, the computer
manufacturers will be able to sub
mit only proposals with standard
information applicable to any and
all potential customers. They can
not prepare proposals tailored spe
cifically to a particular customer.

the suppliers have given consider
able study to the information pro
vided them and have attempted to
understand fully the interrelation
ships of various functions and data
and their less obvious implications.
Such proposals may include de
tailed schedules specifying not only
how but also when each operation
could be done.
Work scheduling is normally a
critical part of a data processing
operation. A supplier who has not
thoroughly explored the scheduling
problems may be recommending a
system that is actually incapable of
meeting processing and reporting
time requirements even though its

overall utilization falls within the
allowable percentage. To be useful,
proposals should include provision
for processing a peak day’s work
well
that of an average day.
Problems that arise should not be
passed over with a remark such as,
“No problem; it can be solved dur
ing implementation.” In the end the
“no problem” issues may prove to
be among the most costly and time
consuming to resolve.
In short, the scope and depth of
the analysis conducted by manu
facturers’ personnel and the
amount of time and thought they
have apparently given to the com
pany’s problems should be taken

Manufacturers’ studies
Even if the company under study
gives the manufacturers consider
able information about its opera
tions, there still may be a marked
difference among the manufacturers
in the extent to which these data
are utilized. The customer com
pany should note how much
thought and analysis each manu
facturer has put into his proposal.
Some proposals show clearly that
November-December, 1965
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Existing punched
operations should be examined
thoroughly for simplification — even elimination.
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A small core of highly qualified people are being
used in the education of thousands of computer users.

into consideration in weighing the
content of proposals.

Manufacturers' personnel

There is a decided shortage of
experienced computer systems ana
lysts, a shortage that can be ex
pected to intensify as the number
of computer installations grows.
Equipment suppliers as well as
users suffer from this shortage. As

a result, relatively inexperienced
personnel may be developing the
details of a manufacturer’s pro
posal.
A customer company should at
tempt to evaluate to some degree
the technical competence of the
persons who made the study,
formed the conclusions, and sub
mitted the recommendations. The
advice of these persons is reflected
in the manufacturer’s proposal.

Whether their advice really repre
sents a sound application of the
manufacturer’s equipment to the
company’s problems depends in
large part on their background and
experience. Since these same men
are likely to be the ones most di
rectly responsible for assisting user
personnel in planning the com
puter system to be programed, they
will be instrumental in realizing the
anticipated benefits. If there is any
doubt of their technical compe
tence, this doubt should be ex
tended to the contents of their pro
posal.
Training burden



The manufacturer's local account representative is often the key man. He could
be a recent college graduate who has just completed his orientation course.
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All the major computer manu
facturers have invested heavily in
programs for customer education
and training. They realize that if
the market for computer equip
ment is to expand, there must be
an adequate supply of personnel
capable of effectively utilizing the
equipment offered. Since other pos
sible facilities for training, such as
public schools, colleges, and private
trade schools, have just begun to
establish programs in this field, the
Management Services
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burden until
recentlyServices:
has fallen
There is no question that the
refiance can be placed on their
almost completely on the manufac
recommendations.
manufacturers on the whole have
turers.
done a praiseworthy job and are
It is all-important that the pro
The manufacturers employ large
continuing to do so. They are con
posals received by the company
staffs of persons with the highest
tinually improving their own staff
be reviewed by personnel who are
qualifications. These qualifications
training programs in order to give
qualified to make an intelligent
include intimate knowledge of the
their personnel the knowledge that
analysis. If all the previously men
electronic components of the hard
will be of greatest value to the
tioned rules have been followed
ware, thorough familiarity with the
computer user. Nevertheless, a
and the manufacturers have pre
techniques of programing applica
sented meaningful proposals, a
company reviewing manufacturers’
tions for the equipment, outstand
proposals should attempt to ex
valid evaluation of their content is
ing reputations in teaching and re
amine the backgrounds of the men
necessary.
search, and valuable work experi
assigned to the job at hand as one
Analyzing manufacturers’ pro
ence in a number of major indus
means of ascertaining how much
posals in such a manner that the
tries. This reservoir of talent is
being used in the education of
thousands of computer system
users. Without this investment
there would be few persons quali
fied to serve in the computer field
OUTLINE OF AN ACTUAL SET OF SPECIFICATIONS FOR MANUFACTURERS
today.
All the EDP manufacturers em
I. Letter to computer manufacturers in
VII. Statement of specific information relat
quiring whether they are interested in
ing to various subjects to be forwarded
ploy personnel who are capable of
submitting proposals
by
manufacturer:
giving material assistance to a po
A. Number of hours within which all
tential user during the competitive
processing will be completed
II. General description of the company, its
• Proposed schedule of processing
equipment evaluation and during
activities, and its organization
B. Statement of the type of charts and
the other stages of a total feasibility
degree of detail of work sheets re
III. Outline of present data processing
study. However, there are two
quired to be submitted to suppo
equipment and applications
the proposal
problems. There are not enough
C. Equipment hardware:
experts to go around, and there
• Computer system proposed
IV. General description of the company's
• Monthly rental
often is not sufficient time to do a
plans for data processing
the future:
• Definition of rental shift
• Anticipated date of installation of
thorough job of analysis for every
• Alternate lease plans
new system
prospective user. The manufac
• Extra shift charge per hour
• List of general applications to
• Purchase price
processed
the new system
turer must use the personnel who
• Purchase option plans
• Major considerations to be used in
are available at the time and loca
• Cost per reel of magnetic tape
analyzing and comparing competi
and/or disk packs
tion concerned, and manufacturers’
tive proposals
• Estimate of number of reels and/
•
Statement of processing schedules
representatives vary in the scope
or
packs required
within which the work must be
and level of their competence.
D. Estimated delivery schedule
completed
E. Order cancellation terms
• Deadline for submitting proposals
Regardless of the vast storehouse
F. Installation requirements:
• Anticipated decision date
of knowledge available in the
• Electrical power
• Name of company employee with
manufacturer’s entire staff, it is the
• Flooring and enclosure
whom computer manufacturers
• Space
should work
local account representatives who
• Air conditioning and humidity
are responsible for applying the
control
V. Flow charts of major applications:
G. Amount of qualified systems and
portion of this knowledge most
• Short description of the purpose of
programing help furnished:
applicable to each user’s problem.
each run
• Type of programing classes avail
• Estimated number of input trans
Some representatives are experts on
able and locations thereof
actions
• On-site training classes?
how the equipment operates but
• Estimated number of master file
• Nearest testing and debugging
are less familiar with specific in
records
facilities
• Estimated number of output rec
dustry applications. Others may
• Amount of machine time to
ords
made available without charge
have many years of experience in
• Estimated number of print lines
for debugging purposes before
the use of magnetic tape systems
• Estimate of volume growth
and after system delivery
but may be beginners in the field
• Description of utility programs
VI. Description of the input, output, card
and the assembler and/or
of random access. One person may
piler programs with stated avail
formats and report layouts, and master
be a recent college graduate who
ability dates
files
used in the computer runs:
has just completed his company’s
H. Identification of installation of simi
• Name of file, card, or report
lar equipment in the area that
• Number of records or lines
orientation courses. Another may
• Length of file
would be available for operational
be a veteran systems man—but with
support in case of emergency
•
within a file, card, or report
years of experience in punched card
accounting, not EDP systems.
November-December, 1965
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The object: Not merely to convert existing punched card
procedures but rather to obtain additional, new benefits.

The importance of

proposal analysis can hardly

he overemphasized. The
entire proposal can be a
waste of time if information

presented is not properly
interpreted and analyzed.

important factors to be considered
are set forth clearly and manage
ment has the data needed to make
a wise decision is a difficult task.
A number of articles have discussed
the evaluation procedures them
selves; there is no need to go into
them here. Companies without sys
tems staffs of their own often
should seek outside assistance in
making the evaluation. Even when
qualified personnel are available
within the company, it is sometimes
advisable to retain private consul
tants to ensure objectivity and
minimize any internal politics that
may exist.
The importance of the proposal
analysis can hardly be overempha
sized. The entire proposal program
can be a complete waste of time if
the information presented is not
properly interpreted and analyzed.
Conclusion

Manufacturers’ proposals can be
highly useful to a company en
gaged in studying various elec
tronic data processing systems.
Properly used, these proposals
should serve as a basis for evalu
ating how well the available sys
tems hardware will fulfill the com
pany’s data processing require
ments. Full benefits from their
utilization, however, will be re

alized only when the suggested
guidelines have been fully consid
ered. These guidelines may be
summarized
follows:
1. Be sure that the true purpose
of gathering proposals is to provide
a basis for an objective analysis of
competitive systems.
2. Get general management di
rectly involved at an early stage—
once the decision has been reached
to make an extensive investigation
of competitive systems.
3. Furnish the manufacturers
with all pertinent data so that the
content of the proposals can be of
the greatest possible value. The in
vestment of time in discussion and
explanation should reap high re
turns through improvement of the
proposals submitted.
4. Note the scope and depth of
study the manufacturer has applied
to the information furnished him.
Has he fully understood the prob
lems? Has he recommended a work
able system?
5. Attempt to evaluate the quali
fications of the manufacturers’ sys
tems personnel. What are the scope
and level of their technical com
petence?
6. Determine whether company
personnel are qualified to interpret
and analyze the proposal data. If
not, is outside consulting assistance
desirable?

Management Services
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